In March 2016, I received an email regarding Q2Q: A Symposium on Queer Theatre and Performance in Canada, requesting an artist's statement for a round table panel I was invited to attend called "The Queer Playwright." I had never heard of Q2Q and just assumed this was a mistake.
I emailed the artistic director of frank theatre, Christopher Gatchalian, who was also co-organizing the conference, to ask if I was receiving this message by mistake. He informed me that my work and participation at the conference had been discussed and agreed upon by the conference committee.
I said yes to his invite. My artist's statement had to answer this question:
As devised, post-dramatic, and interdisciplinary theatricalities become more and more prevalent, where, how, and why does the queer playwright function? If what is queer is deconstructive, is "the queer playwright" an oxymoron? And is there Below is a new version of the essay I submitted for the conference, followed by a post-conference debrief. * * * * I would like to thank frank theatre and Simon Fraser University for inviting me to be a part of the Q2Q Conference. It is an honour to share this platform with such an esteemed panel of guests.
I became a playwright to find my voice as a gay man. I wrote a one-man show, NGGRFG, that was tailored to suit my unique talents as an actor. NGGRFG tells the story of a young boy/man's successes and challenges being black and gay. The play resonated with audiences of all ages.
I initially wrote this play for an adult audience and was surprised when the Vancouver School Board wanted to present it to their students from grades one to twelve. I performed the entire fifty-minute show to junior and senior high school students and rewrote the final story for grades one to seven. All in all, I presented the play to approximately fifty schools. The conversation around the play grew, and I began performing it across Canada, including Dartmouth High School in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, and The Young People's Theatre in Toronto.
The talkbacks were very powerful. More often than not there were tears, anger, and frustration expressed by students who were bullied and teachers who felt powerless to stop it. The play inspired schools to adopt anti-homophobia policies and emboldened students and teachers to start Gay-Straight Alliances.
After one talkback for an elementary school, a girl in tears came to me and whispered in my ear. She told me that she was being sexually abused. I immediately told the principal and the two counsellors present. They took the girl away and called the police. The play seemed to provide a safe space for students to talk openly.
In Toronto, while I greeted students after one performance, I noticed two older students hanging around. One was six feet tall, built like a football player, and looked to be working up the courage to come and talk to me. The other was very thin and shy and was standing away from everyone else. He had his hands jammed in his pockets and just stared at the floor.
The larger of the two finally got the courage to come and shake my hand. He thanked me for the performance and then started to cry.
"I used to be a bully. See that guy over there?" He pointed to his thin friend.
"His name is Carl. He is my best friend. I found out that he was being bullied. I saw in him how wrong my behaviour was and I stopped."
Then he pulled up the arm of his t-shirt and revealed a large tattoo on his bicep. The tattoo was that of a shield with the word ENFORCER inscribed underneath it.
"See this?" he said proudly.
"In my school the students call me the Enforcer. If a kid is being bullied, the bully has to go through me first. Now all the kids know that they can come to me whenever someone is in trouble. Thank you for your play. My school really needed to see it." I burst into tears. Carl came up and joined us. The reason he kept looking down at the floor was because he couldn't stop crying. He gave me the biggest grin.
"Thank you so much for this." They walked away. It was then I realized that NGGRFG was not just a play but was actually a catalyst inspiring real change in the school system.
A humbling experience to be sure. To return to the question set by the organizers of the Q2Q conference, I did not set out to write a post-dramatic piece of theatre. In fact, I didn't realize till answering this question that my two plays, NGGRFG and Get Off the Cross, Mary! employed postdramatic devices. My writing dictates the style the play is, rather than the other way around. NGGRFG was no exception.
NGGRFG started as one short story, and after some encouragement from a playwright friend I kept adding more. The genesis for the piece came in 2006 when I watched a YouTube clip of actor Michael Richards (Kramer from the sitcom Seinfeld), calling audience members "nigger" during a stand-up comedy set he performed. At the same time, conservative author and pundit Anne Coulter was gaining notoriety for calling vice-presidential candidate John Edwards a "faggot."
Watching CNN commentators discuss these incidents, I was surprised that the talking-heads kept saying the word "faggot" over and over again but substituted the word "nigger" with the phrase "the N-word." They spoke of banning the words, an idea I found repugnant.
Why was it okay for them to use the word "faggot" but not the word "nigger"? I kept asking myself. Can you really ban a word? Are the words hateful, or is it the intention behind them that is destructive? I had been called both names growing up and had wanted for a long time to write about my experiences. How could I write a play if I couldn't use the words "nigger" or "fag"?
My co-producers and I knew that seeing the words "niggerfag" on the poster would be too jarring for many and would most likely turn audience members off. We needed to find a way to invite them in. The decision to omit the vowels from the two words to produce NGGRFG elicited a delayed reaction by the reader. Removing the vowels delayed the reader's initial response of outrage as they tried to figure out what the title was. By the time they put it all together it was too late to react the way they normally would have seeing the title with vowels included. They had unknowingly entered the world of the play before even buying a ticket.
Students and teachers told me that they liked NGGRFG because it was not condescending. The play and the post-dramatic style sparked questions through personal experiences, rather than telling the audience how to feel about the words. It allowed the viewer to decipher their own thoughts and feelings regarding the play's themes of homophobia, bullying, racism, and language.
I owe a debt of gratitude to Fringe festivals and the queer community. The festivals are a cost-effective way for me to selfproduce. Fringe festivals attract diverse audiences who have the power to effect change outside of the art community, like the doi:10.3138/ctr.171.020 115 ctr 171 summer 2017
Vancouver School Board tour. Sometimes you have to "preach to the choir" in order to attract a specific audience. The LGBTQ populace supported my madcap idea without question and created buzz that drew in those who may never have come to the show of their own volition.
As my voice as a queer writer strengthens, I strive to broaden my perceptions of the world around me.
Q2Q Debrief

January 2017 Now what?
It is over six months since the Q2Q Conference in Vancouver.
I had never participated in anything like it before and I didn't know what to expect. To be completely honest, I wondered why I was asked to speak, especially with the exceptional talent that was on my panel and those attending the conference as spectators. Many of these people, members of my panel as well as attendees, are titans of the Canadian theatre landscape. They are artists I greatly respect and admire.
I have only written two full-lengths plays that have been produced; compare that to the artists who have decades of work behind them and one can understand my feelings of inadequacy. I represented my work and process as a queer playwright to the best of my ability.
The four-day conference was filled with every emotion possible for myself and other attendees. Many mentioned that it felt like there was a grieving process happening. For me it started right at the beginning of the conference with feelings of shock and fear. I was shocked that I was there. In this company. Sharing space with artists I have admired all my adult life. I was scared I wouldn't measure up.
Pain and guilt bubbled up as I sat through round table talks where panelists shared their feelings of not being heard and validated. Some felt invisible in the world, and especially in their own art communities. I could relate to this, for I too have experienced and expressed moments of invisibility as a queer performer of colourthough comparatively, my struggles seemed petty and non-existent.
I felt fits of annoyance directed at other participants for either the views they shared or the behaviour they exhibited. Quickly my gaze turned inward. This wasn't about them. I was angry at myself for being judgmental, intolerant, and jealous of their success and stories. I wished that I could express my feelings as honestly as some of them did.
On the second day, I felt depressed. I was alone in my head. Even though like-minded individuals surrounded me, I felt pangs of loneliness. I looked around that day and saw many participants sitting in quiet solitude and contemplation, possibly pondering the same questions I was.
By day three there was a shift. I realized how lucky I was to be in this place and in Canada doing what I love to do. I realized that I am in charge of my own artist. It thrives when I put work and time into it.
Moments of acceptance began presenting themselves as well. My periods of not writing, for example, are always a crucial part of my creative process and I am learning not to judge them. Work will get written when it is time. I made a decision not to judge myself for these moments of respite. I knew I had to stop whining about what I don't have and to be grateful for the abundance around me. If I want to be a part of things I have to join up, get active, and own my space.
The conference helped me realize that I have often taken my success as a playwright and as a performer for granted. I have been very fortunate that something that I have written has captured the imagination and interest of others. I have had many angels along the way, seen and unseen. project called The Group. I am writing a sequel to my queer puppet show for adults, Get Off the Cross, Mary! In the first play, the puppets make a queer version of The Passion of the Christ. In the second, one of the puppets changes his name to Donald Dump and I think you can guess the rest. I believe with the election of Donald Trump the LGBTQ2 community and the arts will come under attack as never before. (Since this article was first written, New York City's Public Theatre production of Julius Caesar-with a Julius Caesar who resembles Donald Trump-has been targeted by Trump's family and supporters causing sponsors to pull funding and call for a boycott of the play.) As queer artists, we have the ability to say honestly how we feel about and see the world around us. Queer artists speak truth to power and power to truth. We give voice to the voiceless and shine bright stage lights on topics some think best left in the dark. We must be brave, and it is easier to be brave and speak up when you know there are others doing the same thing. Conferences like Q2Q lay the foundation for a support network. Everyone who attended shared a bond and I know that I can reach out to those I received numbers from and say, "Hey. Can we talk?"
We need more of events like Q2Q and I thank frank theatre company and Simon Fraser University for providing me the opportunity to participate. 
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